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The role of social capital in predicting and promoting “feelings of responsibility”  
for local environmental issues in an Australian community  
Australasian Journal of Environmental Management  
 
Abstract 
Engaging individuals and communities with environmental sustainability initiatives is an 
international public policy priority, with recent research focussed on understanding the role and 
value of social capital in fostering environmental responsibility and action. This paper investigates 
the extent to which socio-demographic factors, participation in outdoor activities and eight distinct 
elements of social capital predict “feelings of responsibility” for local environmental issues in a 
drought-prone urban Australian community. Most residents felt some responsibility for addressing 
environmental issues, with logistic regression analyses revealing that the Neighbourhood 
Connections element of social capital was a key predictor of water and community responsibility. 
Conversely, residents who scored higher on the Feelings of Trust and Safety element of social 
capital were less likely to report feeling responsible for water conservation and keeping the 
neighbourhood clean. Such contradictory findings highlight how different dimensions of social 
capital may either enable or hinder sustainability. Overall, this research indicates that building 
specific aspects of social capital might be an effective environmental education and engagement 
strategy, one that could work at the local level to promote feelings of environmental responsibility 
and, potentially, foster environmentally sustainable attitudes and behaviour change.   
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With the World Health Organization’s inaugural Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) 
reporting that two-thirds of the natural resources that support life on Earth, such as fresh water, 
food, land and climate, are being degraded or used unsustainably, engaging communities with 
environmental sustainability initiatives is an international public policy priority (Miller & Buys, 
2008). In response, recent research attention has focused on investigating how social capital, 
broadly defined as the strength of social relationships and networks (Putnam, 2000), might predict 
the extent to which people and communities work collectively to address and solve local 
environmental problems. To date, however, studies explicitly focussing on the relationship between 
social capital and environmentally sustainable attitudes or behaviours are relatively rare. Thus, this 
paper contributes to the emerging debate over whether, and how, social capital might facilitate 
action on sustainability issues, utilising a quantitative methodology to investigate the extent to 
which eight distinct elements of social capital predict “feelings of responsibility” for local 
environmental issues in a drought-prone urban Australian community.  
 
Social capital and the sustainability challenge  
Engaging individuals and communities to lessen the negative impact their behaviours have on the 
natural environment has been described as the biggest challenge we face this century, both at a 
global and local level (Lindstrom and Johnsson, 2003). Internationally, the challenge of 
sustainability is so important that the UK Chief Scientist recently described global warming as a 
greater threat to the world than terrorism (BBC News, 2004). Despite numerous interventions and 
initiatives designed to engage people with the sustainability challenge and foster environmentally 
sustainable attitudes and behaviours, the proportion of Australians who report feeling concerned 
about environmental issues has decreased in the last decade, from 75% in 1992 to 62% in 2001 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001). Relatively little is known about Australians’ knowledge of 
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environmental issues, although the research in New South Wales suggests that knowledge is 
increasing and that people are more able to discuss specific environmental initiatives and solutions 
designed to protect the environment (NSW Department of Environment and Conservation, 2006). 
Notably, recent American research reported that only a third  of Americans would receive a passing 
grade on an environmental awareness test assessing knowledge of environmental issues expected to 
be major problems in the near future (National Environmental Education and Training Foundation, 
2001).  
 
Currently, there is significant global debate about how sustainability – which encompasses a wide-
range of environmental, economic, social, technical and political dimensions – should be 
conceptualised (Partridge, 2005). This study uses the most widely accepted definition from the 
United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) Brundtland Report, 
which defined sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present generation without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their needs” (p. 43). Specifically, we operationalised one 
important aspect of sustainability as “feelings of responsibility” for local environmental issues. To 
better understand factors that might encourage environmentally sustainable attitudes and 
behaviours, researchers have developed numerous sociological and psychological theoretical 
frameworks and models. Unfortunately, the connections and disjunctions between beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviours and responsibility, as well as debate over the definition of sustainability (Partridge, 
2005), means that it is virtually impossible to identify or visualise all the possible influential factors 
through a singular or definitive framework (see Barr, 2007; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). A 
detailed discussion of the extensive sustainability and behaviour change literature is beyond the 
scope of this article. However, it is important to note, research has moved away from early 
knowledge ‘deficit’ models, which assumed informing and educating people would lead to 
behaviour change (i.e., a simple knowledge – attitude – behaviour model), to more complex multi-
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factorial models that encompass a wide-range of values, situational variables, internal and external 
constraints, and psychological factors (see Barr, 2007; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). 
An emerging body of evidence has positioned social capital as a potential catalyst for sustainability 
(REFS). Social capital is a multi-dimensional concept, broadly defined as the social connectedness 
of a community, and can be conceptualised as the social glue that enables people, communities and 
nations to work collaboratively for mutual benefit (Putnam, 2000). Social capital is increasingly 
viewed as a valuable framework for conceptualising and measuring the social resources of 
individuals, communities and government (Pretty, 2003). It has been described as a “measure of the 
resilience of our connectedness and a measure of each other and therefore the capacities of our 
society…and is probably the best measure of social processes we can devise” (Cox, 2000, p103). 
With recent research linking social capital to a variety of different positive outcomes, including 
happiness (Putnam, 2000), health (Kawachi et al., 1999) and reduced mortality (Kawachi et al., 
1997), social capital is commonly viewed as an asset that determines the health of a community. 
Importantly, in the context of sustainability and sustainable resource management, social capital 
provides a strong base for community capacity building, engagement and collective action, with 
researchers believing that communities with strong “stocks” of social capital are more willing and 
able to initiate, participate in and maintain environmental initiatives (Pretty, 2003, Pretty and Ward, 
2001, Selman, 2001).  
There has been growing interest in the idea that fostering social capital may be one way to 
encourage individuals and communities to adopt environmentally sustainable behaviours (Pretty, 
2003). Essentially, the decision to engage in environmentally sustainable behaviours poses the 
classic social dilemma of acting in one’s self-interest or for the benefit of others, which requires 
immediate individual sacrifice. However, when it comes to environmental issues, short-term 
considerations typically prevail over longer-term considerations; people often act based on the 
immediate task and may not fully comprehend the longer-term environmental impacts of their 
everyday actions (Kurz, 2002). In many ways, it could be argued that the natural environment 
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represents the archetypal exemplar of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ scenario, as the global 
commons of the natural environment is often mismanaged (Dietz et al., 2003). Yet, the shared 
ownership implicit under a tragedy of the commons scenario facilitates inappropriate behaviours or 
inaction, with people failing to appreciate how their own behaviours contribute to global 
environmental problems and typically view environmental issues as ‘somebody else’s 
responsibility’ (Meijnders et al., 2001). Thus, social capital has been positioned as a potential 
solution to the current inertia on sustainability, fostering a social environment of trust and mutual 
responsibility whereby people have the motivation and “confidence to invest in collective activities, 
knowing that others will do so too” (Pretty, 2003, p1913). 
At a theoretical level, there is an acknowledgement  that the success of environmental and 
sustainable initiatives may be influenced by the levels of social capital in a community (Miller & 
Buys, 2008; Parisi et al. 2004), with Selman (2001) noting that “a popular view amongst 
environmentalists is that widespread and spontaneous participation will only occur where deep 
reservoirs of social capital exist, so that, if these are running dry, community enthusiasm for 
sustainability initiatives will be lukewarm” (p15). The idea that social capital may indicate the 
extent to which individuals and communities are receptive to sustainable initiatives has emerged 
primarily from agricultural research, which has documented the importance of social networks and 
social capital in predicting effective natural resource management (Pretty and Ward, 2001), a 
learning culture (Kilpatrick and Falk, 2003), and the ability for a community to solve its own 
problems (Flora, 1995). Despite widespread agreement that social capital represents “the norms and 
networks that facilitate collective action” (Woolcock, 2001, p13), disagreement over how best to 
conceptualise, define and measure social capital has meant that only a handful of empirical studies 
have explicitly tested whether social capital might predict sustainability.  
Three recent qualitative studies have linked social capital to success in terms of sustainable 
agricultural practices and natural resource management. In rural Illinois, Salamon et al. (1998) 
concluded that because of high levels of social capital, the community worked cooperatively to 
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address water pollution issues. Similarly, Pretty and Ward (2001) reported that rural communities 
in the third world with higher levels of social capital experienced better financial returns and were 
better able to sustainably manage natural resources. More recently, Parisi et al. (2004) integrated 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, census data and qualitative interviews with key 
informants from 208 rural Mississippi communities and concluded that “investment in social 
capital is a viable strategy to promote civically based environmental initiatives” (p108).  
In addition, a small body of quantitative research has also linked different elements of social capital 
to sustainability. In a regional Australian community, Onyx et al. (2004) found that residents with 
higher social capital scores, particularly on the Social Agency and Neighbourhood Connections 
subscales of Onyx and Bullen’s (2000) social capital survey, expressed greater concern for the 
environment in terms of supporting composting and renewable energy. In explaining their findings, 
Onyx et al. (2004) argued that the relationship between social capital and pro-environmental 
attitudes may ensure grass-roots community action on environmental issues. In an urban Australian 
community, Miller and colleagues (2006; 2008) recently reported that residents who scored higher 
on the Neighbourhood Connections subscale of Onyx and Bullen’s social capital survey were more 
aware of local community action to address issues of water and environmental conservation (Miller 
et al, 2006) and more likely to wash their car in an environmentally friendly manner (Miller & 
Buys, 2008). Similarly, in the United States, Larsen et al. (2004) found that social capital predicted 
civic action on neighbourhood problems, such as litter, noise and new developments.  
Social capital might facilitate sustainability because people in communities with strong “stocks” of 
social capital (i.e. a connection to each other and the community) will be more motivated to act for 
the common good. From a theoretical perspective, therefore, people in communities with high 
levels of social capital should be more willing to initiate and engage in a variety of individual and 
community initiatives, for example community economic growth and development, social 
protection behaviour, environmental conservation and sustainability. The basic idea is that social 
capital works by making participation appealing, while simultaneously highlighting the social costs 
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of non-participation through the development of new community norms and soft sanctioning 
(Rydin & Holman, 2004).  
To date, however, defining and measuring the different dimensions of  sustainability has proved 
challenging A vast body of literature has documented the often tenuous link between sustainable 
attitudes, feelings and behaviours (see Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002, for a review), with McKenzie-
Mohr (2000) noting that, “enhanced knowledge and supportive attitudes often have little or no 
impact on behaviour” (p.531). However, an emerging body of literature (e.g., Kaiser. & Shimoda, 
1999) in environmental psychology suggests that a focus on the moral social obligation or ‘feelings 
of responsibility’ for the environment may help motivate people to action, For example, Kaiser et 
al. (1999) linked feelings of responsibility to sustainable behavioral intentions, arguing that 
fostering feelings of responsibility is a key first step in modifying environmental behaviours. Thus, 
this paper focuses on this dimension of sustainability, exploring the extent to which social capital 
might predict individual feelings of responsibility for local community and environmental issues.  
This paper examines the interrelationship between social capital and feelings of responsibility for 
local community issues (specifically keeping the neighbourhood clean, picking up animal waste 
and reporting faults), and two broader-level sustainability issues (water and environmental 
conservation), in a drought-prone suburb in urban Australia. It was hypothesised that residents who 
report higher levels of social capital, as conceptualised by the distinct domains in Onyx and 
Bullen’s (2000) social capital survey, would report feeling greater individual responsibility for 
local community and environmental issues. The study also sought to identify the extent to which 
feelings of community and environmental responsibility might be affected by socio-demographic 
and behavioural characteristics, specifically age, gender, income, parental-status and participation 
in outdoor activities.  
Method  
Participants and  procedure  
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Participants were residents of one suburb located on the Gold Coast, Queensland (Qld), Australia, 
who agreed to complete a door-to-door survey. The suburb was divided into numbered grids, which 
were randomly to receive the survey. A random number was generated that determined the starting 
point within the grid, with every third house targeted and at each intersection, a coin was flipped to 
determine the next direction. The weekend before the surveys were distributed, each household 
received a brochure explaining the project and when interviewers would be distributing 
questionnaires in their street. A total of 375 questionnaires were distributed, and there was a 74% 
response rate, with 276 surveys returned.  There were a few missing values in the responses 
assumed to be missing at random, ranging from 2 to 31 missing observations in each of the 
variables, particularly income (n=31) and age (n=15). With the assumption that these missing 
values will affect the precision of the models due to reduction of the sample size, these missing 
values were estimated. Using the EM (expectation-maximization) method under the Missing Value 
Analysis of SPSS, the missing values for income and age were replaced so that 251 residents were 
included in the final analysis. This analysis focuses on a subset of the data to investigate whether 
social capital predicts feelings of responsibility for local community issues.   
Measures 
Responsibility for community issues  
The extent to which residents felt responsible for community issues was measured by asking 
participants whether in the last two years, as a member of the local community, they felt some level 
of responsibility for the following five issues: Water Conservation, Environmental Conservation, 
Keeping Neighbourhood Clean, Picking up Animal Waste and Reporting Faults. Responses were 
dichotomous, either yes or no.  
Social capital 
Onyx and Bullen’s (2001) 36-item social capital scale, which consists of eight distinct subscales, 
was used to measure social capital. Four of the sub-scales measure what Onyx and Bullen (2000) 
term capacity building blocks, defined as personal capacities and connectivity to the social world. 
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The four capacity building sub-scales are: Feelings of Trust and Safety (e.g., Do you agree that 
most people can be trusted?), Social Agency (e.g., Do you go outside your local community to visit 
your family?), Tolerance of Diversity (e.g., Do you think that multiculturalism makes life in your 
area better?), and Value of Life (e.g., Do you feel valued by society?). the other four sub-scales 
measure the social arenas (see Onyx and Bullen, 2000), where social capital can build: Community 
Connections (e.g., Do you help out a local group as a volunteer?), Neighbourhood Connections 
(e.g., Have you visited a neighbour in the past week?), Family and Friends (e.g., Can you get help 
from friends when you need it?), and Work Connections (e.g., Are your workmates also your 
friends?). Following Onyx et al. (2004), as the Work Connections subscale is only applicable to 
people in paid employment, it is not reported in this research.  
Outdoor activities 
Participation in outdoor activities was measured by participants selecting from seven activities: 
walking, enjoying the scenic views, swimming, feeding wildlife, going on picnics, cycling or 
participating in other outdoor activities. Multiple selections were permitted and participants 
responded with a dichotomous yes or no, with the total number of activities summed.  
Demographic characteristics 
Participants reported basic socio-demographic characteristics, specifically their age, gender, income 
and whether they had children.  
Analysis  
As the dependent variables were dichotomous, five logistic regression models were developed using 
SPSS software to determine the factors influencing residents’ feelings of responsibility for local 
community issues. All variables were entered into one block to account simultaneously for the 
interaction between variables and identify the relative importance of demographic characteristics, 
social capital, individual environmental/community responsibility and outdoor activities in 
predicting feelings of responsibility for local community issues and environmental sustainability. 
As additional measures of explanatory power, Nagelkerke R2 and Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness-of-
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fit χ2 statistic were utilised. Nagelkerke R2 is a pseudo R2 that measures the variability in the 
dependent variable explained by the regression model and Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness-of-fit χ2 
statistic should have a p-value greater than 0.05 for the model to adequately fit the data.  
Results   
Demographic profile  
The respondents were aged from 17 to 65 years, with an average age of 40 years. There was an even 
gender split, with half (49%) female and half (51%) male. The majority were employed (69%) and 
parents (57%), with nearly half reporting a total household income of less than A$50,000 a year 
(42%). Residents participated in an average of five of the seven possible outdoor activities, ranging 
from none to all.  
Community and environmental responsibility 
As members of the local community, most residents reported feeling some level of responsibility to 
address environmental and community issues such as water conservation (88%), environmental 
conservation (76%), keeping the neighbourhood clean (83%), reporting faults such as fallen power 
lines or broken seats in parks (55%) and picking up animal waste (47%).  
Social capital  
For purposes of comparison, Table 1 presents the social capital scores of residents of the Gold 
Coast community and those from Onyx and Bullen’s previous research (Onyx et al. 2004). 
Compared to residents of other Australian communities, residents of the Gold Coast community 
reported average to slightly lower levels of social capital. Table 1 also indicates the number of 
questions, the highest possible score for each sub-scale and the reliability or internal consistency of 
the items based on the Gold Coast community data. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were obtained to 
check the internal consistency of items for each sub-scale, measuring the extent to which item 
responses correlate with each other. An alpha of 0.5 is acceptable, with 0.7 or above recommended. 
Table 1 illustrates the alpha coefficients for each sub-scale, with the lowest alpha in the social 
agency social capital subscale (0.39).   
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Table 1: Reliability analysis and average social capital scores in Australian communities  
1 Mining community in regional New South Wales (NSW), Australia (Onyx et al., 2004).  
2  Social capital scores of two NSW communities, from Onyx et al. (2004).   
3 Excluding the work connections subscale  
 
Environmental sustainability: responsibility for water and environmental conservation  
Feeling responsibility for water conservation [χ2 (12, N=251)=19.66,p=.074; Nagelkerke R2=0.132; 
Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness-of-fit χ2 statistic=9.09, p=.335] was predicted by two aspects of 
social capital, Feelings of Trust and Safety [b=-.233, Wald χ2=8.95, p=.003], Neighbourhood 
Connections [b =.144, Wald χ2=4.9, p=.027] and, marginally, by Value of Life [b =.248, Wald 
χ2=2.99,p=.084]. Higher scores on the Value of Life and Neighbourhood Connections subscales 
predicted increased responsibility for water conservation (Table 2). Conversely, higher scores on 
the Feelings of Trust and Safety subscale was associated with reduced responsibility to address the 
issue on water conservation. Men [b =.985, Wald χ2=5.26, p=.022] were more likely to feel a 
responsibility to address the issue of water conservation, although neither social capital, lifestyle 
 Reliability 
(Cronbach’s 
α Qld data) 
Gold Coast, 
Qld 
Broken 
Hill, 
Regional 
NSW1 
Pyrmont, 
Inner 
Sydney2  
West 
Wyalong, 
Rural 
NSW2  
Social agency  
(5 questions, 20 highest score)
0.39 16 15 16 15 
Feelings of trust & safety  
(5 questions, 20 highest score)
0.63 13 14 12 16 
Neighbourhood connections  
(5 questions, 20 highest score)
0.70 13 14 12 15 
Community connections  
(7 questions, 28 highest score)
0.75 12 16 12 16 
Family & friends  
(3 questions, 12 highest score)
0.58 9 9 10 9 
Tolerance of diversity  
(2 questions, 8 highest score) 
0.82 6 6 6 5 
Value of life  
(2 questions, 8 highest score) 
0.63 6 6 6 6 
Overall social capital3  
(29 questions, 116 highest score) 
0.83 75 80  80 88 
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nor demographics predicted feelings of responsibility for environmental conservation [χ2 (12, 
N=251)=9.60,p=.651; Nagelkerke R2=0.054; Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness-of-fit χ2 statistic=5.89, 
p=.66].  
Table 2: Logistic regression analyses predicting responsibility for water and environmental conservation  
 Water Environmental 
 B Wald B Wald 
Social Capital      
Capacity building blocks      
Feelings of trust & safety -0.233** 8.948 0.005 0.006 
Social agency  -0.115 1.916 0.049 0.668 
Tolerance of diversity 0.137 1.318 -0.017 0.033 
Value of life 0.248^ 2.991 0.047 0.183 
Social arenas      
Community connections  0.010 0.033 0.024 0.350 
Neighbourhood connections 0.144* 4.904 0.009 0.033 
Family & friends -0.013 0.015 0.114 1.851 
Lifestyle     
Outdoor activities  0.029 0.153 0.035 0.353 
Demographics     
Income -0.003 0.001 0.004 0.003 
Age 0.003 0.037 -0.009 0.593 
Gender 0.985* 5.258 -0.107 0.109 
Children 0.001 0.000 -0.381 1.413 
Constant 0.670 0.118 -1.208 0.683 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ^p<.10 
 
Local community issues: responsibility for clean neighbourhood, waste and faults 
Feeling responsibility for keeping the neighbourhood clean [χ2 (12, N=251)=21.51,p=.043] was 
predicted by one element of social capital, Feelings of Trust and Safety [b =-.155, Wald 
χ2=4.66,p=.031]. Notably, higher scores on the Feelings of Trust and Safety subscale predicted 
reduced responsibility to keep the neighbourhood clean. In terms of demographics, men [b =.885, 
Wald χ2=5.06, p=.025] and, marginally, older respondents, [b =.027, Wald χ2=3.54,p=.06], were 
more likely to feel a responsibility to keep the neighbourhood clean. Table 3 illustrates how feeling 
responsibility for picking up animal waste [χ2 (12, N=251)=13.04,p=.366] was predicted by 
participation in outdoor activities [b =.115, Wald χ2=3.95,p=.047]. Feeling responsibility for 
reporting faults, like fallen power lines or broken seats in parks [χ2 (12, N=251)=22.85,p=.029], 
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was predicted by one element of social capital, Neighbourhood Connections [b=.104, Wald 
χ2=5.48,p=.019] and participation in outdoor activities [b =.112, Wald χ2=4.06,p=.044]. 
 
Table 3: Logistic regression predicting responsibility for clean neighbourhood, waste and faults  
 Keeping 
neighbourhood 
clean 
Picking up animal 
waste Reporting faults 
 B Wald B Wald B Wald 
Social Capital        
Capacity building blocks       
Feelings of trust & safety -0.155* 4.662 -0.052 0.931 -0.020 0.133 
Social agency  -0.003 0.001 -0.059 1.108 -0.035 0.399 
Tolerance of diversity 0.016 0.021 -0.044 0.279 -0.052 0.363 
Value of Life 0.180 1.960 0.071 0.488 0.046 0.200 
Social arenas       
Community Connections  0.066 1.574 0.058 2.698 0.053 2.077 
Neighbourhood Connections 0.025 0.190 0.047 1.176 0.104* 5.482 
Family & Friends 0.124 1.641 -0.063 0.659 0.026 0.113 
Lifestyle       
Outdoor activities  0.060 0.818 0.115* 3.948 0.112* 4.061 
Demographics       
Income 0.146 2.652 0.068 1.009 0.040 0.332 
Age 0.027^ 3.538 0.010 0.888 0.006 0.255 
Gender 0.885* 5.058 0.060 0.044 -0.170 0.333 
Children -0.008 0.000 -0.292 1.066 0.068 0.057 
Constant -3.597* 4.245 -1.574 1.379 -2.947* 4.566 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ^p<.10 
Discussion 
This research contributes to the debate over the relative importance of social capital in fostering 
environmental sustainability, illustrating how different elements of social capital may both predict 
and restrict feelings of individual responsibility for diverse local community and environmental 
issues. This finding has significant practical and political implications in terms of the utility of 
building social capital as an environmental education and engagement strategy, raising questions 
about the extent to which it might promote feelings of collective responsibility and potentially 
foster or restrict environmental sustainability. The specific findings, and the implications, are 
discussed below.   
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This Community  
In terms of overall social capital, the level or stocks of social capital in this urban community are 
slightly lower but comparable to that reported in other regional Australian communities (Onyx and 
Bullen, 2000; Onyx et al., 2004). In part, the slightly lower social capital scores reported in this 
study is probably attributable to the fact that this study utilised a random sampling approach, 
whereas Onyx and colleagues utilised convenience sampling methodologies, which may artificially 
inflate the social capital scores of communities as people who are involved in the community are 
more likely to be surveyed. Future research utilising random sampling methodologies to measure 
the social capital levels of urban, regional and rural communities is essential to ensure 
representative samples are obtained. Nevertheless, with social capital frequently described as the 
glue that holds the fabric of society together and fostering both economic growth and human 
wellbeing (Putnam, 2000), this study had a closer look at the score(s) for social capital within one 
urban community. In this community, the capacity building blocks subscales of social capital were 
within the ‘average’ range, which signifies residents’ capacity and willingness to work 
collaboratively.  Although lower scores on the community connections subscale of the social arenas 
dimension of social capital suggests that these urban residents appear to be less likely than their 
rural counterparts to participate in community organisations or activities (Onyx et al., 2004). 
Overall, in this particular community, the relatively ‘average’ stocks of social capital suggests this 
community should have a strong base for capacity building and engagement with sustainability 
initiatives.  
 
Specific Social Capital Scores  
Importantly, the Onyx and Bullen (2000) measure of social capital utilised in this reesrach 
comprses comprises of multiple elements. Thus, this research contributes to our knowledge the 
varying impacts that differing types of social capital might have on or in understanding predictions 
of sustainable actions.  Elements of social capital were associated with both reducing and fostering 
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feelings of responsibility for local community and environmental issues. As expected, two elements 
of social capital were predictors of individual responsibility for local environmental issues; with 
neighbourhood connections and value of life predicting feelings of responsibility for water 
conservation. With previous research also linking the neighbourhood connections element of social 
capital to positive environmental attitudes and concern about the local ecological environment 
(Onyx, Osburn and Bullen, 2004), this study contributes to a small but growing body of evidence 
linking aspects of social capital with environmental sustainability.   
 
Notably, however, the subscale ‘feelings of trust and safety’, actually predicted feelings of reduced 
responsibility for issues of water conservation and keeping the neighbourhood clean. These 
contradictory findings raise questions about the overall predictive value of social capital, suggesting 
that the relationship between social capital and sustainability may not as straight-forward or 
uniformly positive as previously believed (e.g., Beyerlein and Hipp, 2005; Buys and Miller, 2008). 
Explaining why different elements of social capital might predict both positive and negative 
attitudes on issues of environmental sustainability is difficult. One potential explanation is that 
social capital, which is defined in terms of norms and networks, fosters pre-existing community 
norms regardless of whether they are sustainable or unsustainable. Indeed, reduced feelings of 
responsibility for water conservation may have been reported by residents who scored high on the 
feelings of trust and safety element because, in this community, that is acceptable. Alternatively, it 
may be ‘feelings of trust and safety’ acts as a proxy for a conservative predisposition or that people 
who scored higher on this dimension trust that water conservation will be taken care of on their 
behalf. Whilst further research is needed to discern precisely how different elements of social 
capital impact on sustainability, these findings indicate that fostering social capital in a community 
without simultaneously identifying, understanding and addressing underlying attitudes and 
behaviours towards sustainability may actually lead to an increase in existing, potentially 
unsustainable, beliefs and practices. Thus, whilst fostering social capital is generally viewed as a 
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positive endeavour, this research provocatively suggests that social capital may actually either 
enable or hinder sustainability depending on the nature of existing community norms.  
 
The finding that fostering social capital may not automatically have a uniformly positive effect is 
consistent with a small body of research which documents how the “dark side” of social capital may 
potentially foster harmful or negative practices (Portes, 1998). With recent research suggesting that 
“the different forms of social capital that groups cultivate in communities can constrain or facilitate 
outcomes that are desirable for communities as a whole” (Beyerlein and Hipp, 2005, p1007), 
understanding precisely how different forms of social capital impact on sustainability is a priority 
for future research. By measuring seven key elements of social capital, this research has captured 
the potential duality of social capital.  Of particular interest is that social capital predicted reduced 
feelings of water responsibility in this drought-prone community. Explaining this counter-intuitive 
relationship is difficult, although it may reflect residents’ frustrations with the enforcement of long-
term water restrictions. Clearly, future research needs to investigate how the local context and 
existing norms of different communities might affect the interplay between social capital and 
acceptance, or not, of sustainability.  
 
Role of socio-demographics  
Two important findings emerged from the socio-demographic data. First, participation in outdoor 
activities was a predictor for feelings of responsibility for two community issues, reporting faults 
and picking up animal waste. Presumably, this is because residents who frequently participated in 
outdoor activities, such as enjoying the scenic views, walking, cycling, feeding wildlife, going on 
picnics and swimming, were more likely to see such issues and feel obligated to care for the 
environment and report faults to local authorities. Why they did not also feel an equal obligation to 
act on other local community and environmental issues is unclear, but may simply reflect the 
tragedy of the commons dilemma. Whereas fixing faults is clearly the responsibility of local 
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councils, and solved by one quick phone call, addressing issues of water and environmental 
conservation or a clean neighbourhood involves broader community collaboration. That is, such 
larger-scale issues may be viewed as too difficult, not being individual responsibilities, and not 
impacting directly on their personal enjoyment of the local area, like faults and animal waste.  
 
Second, socio-demographic characteristics were not consistent predictors of feelings of 
environmental responsibility in this study. Indeed, although Onyx et al. (2004) found that women 
and older people reported more positive attitudes about the environment, this research found that 
men were more likely to feel a responsibility to address the issue of water conservation and keep the 
neighbourhood clean. In addition, older residents were marginally more likely to report feeling a 
responsibility to keep the neighbourhood clean. These findings potentially reflect the differential 
appeal of sustainability to specific sub-groups. For example, the desire for older residents to keep 
the neighbourhood clean potentially reflects changing generational norms in terms of community 
standards, expectations and responsibility. Why men would report greater responsibility for water 
conservation and neighbourhood cleanliness is less clear, but could reflect traditional gender 
differences regarding scientific and technical issues. For example, recent Australian research found 
that men were more likely than women to follow the greenhouse gas debate and take part in public 
discussions about carbon sequestration (Miller et al., 2007). Clearly further research is needed to 
identify whether cultural norms, current marketing strategies or communication messages resonate 
differently with these sub-groups, and if there is a generational or gender difference in 
responsibility for, and the importance of, sustainability and local community issues.  
 
Limitations  
Although this research has highlighted several important issues relating to social capital and 
sustainability, several limitations of the study should be kept in mind when interpreting these 
results. First, this research is based on one community, located in the drought-prone area of south-
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east Queensland, Australia, where issues of sustainability, and particularly water conservation, are 
particularly salient as this area is currently experiencing the “worst drought on record in more than 
100 years” (SEQWater, 2005, p4). Second, this article focused on beliefs, particularly residents’ 
feelings of responsibility, and did not assess action. Third, the definition and measurement of social 
capital demands more attention, with further research needed to understand why and how the 
distinct elements of social capital might predict different aspects of sustainability. Finally, whilst 
the relatively small sample size restricts generalisability, the very high response rate mitigates, to a 
certain extent, issues of reliability and validity. Despite these limitations, however, this research 
suggests that if existing community norms are sustainable, fostering social capital may be an 
effective mechanism through which to foster sustainability and environmental responsibility.  
 
In summary, the potential impact social capital has on sustainability is an understudied topic that 
deserves greater research attention, particularly as the extent to which social capital predicts 
feelings of responsibility for local community issues and environmental sustainability is not clear.  
As theorised, aspects of social capital may predict individual feelings of responsibility for 
environmental and community issues. Thus, building this type of social capital may be one way to 
potentially foster an environmentally sustainable society. However by examining multiple 
dimensions of social capital, this research illustrates the multi-faceted nature of social capital and 
how elements may predict either negative or positive attitudes towards taking responsibility for 
sustainability.  As only three of the seven elements of social capital measured showed any 
substantial association with sustainability, the utility of social capital in this context becomes 
questionable. Thus the relatively low predictive value of social capital highlights the difficulty of 
using this method to increase community engagement with sustainability.  In addition, data reveal 
that building social capital may work for or against sustainability depending on the nature of 
existing community norms. Although social capital has frequently been conceptualised as a way of 
fostering community action, at a theoretical level, few researchers have explicitly examined the 
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extent to which social capital might predict sustainable attitudes, feelings or behaviours. As the first 
quantitative study to explore whether social capital promotes feelings of responsibility for 
sustainability, specifically local environmental and community issues, this research questions the 
validity of building social capital with the specific purpose of fostering sustainability. With 
sustainability remaining an elusive goal, future research needs to explore the extent to which 
fostering social capital, particularly neighbourhood connections, may be an effective strategy to 
adopt community action on collective sustainability challenges.  
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